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THE DIVINE METHOD OF INQUIRY. 



By Rev. A. T. Burb ridge, 
Henley-on-Thames, England. 



Passages such as Gen. 22:1, Deut. 8:2, and 2 Chron. 32:31 T 
are felt by all thoughtful persons to require some amount of apol- 
ogetic treatment. They provoke the question: " Can this be the 
God we know, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ?" 
The passages seem to hint at jealous suspicion on God's part, at 
cruel and ingenious devices contrived by the divine Being for the 
purpose of discovering disloyalty or treachery in his servants. If 
the reader is critically inclined, he is ready to declare that in 
these passages men have attributed the worst infirmities of east- 
ern potentates — a sultan's craven mistrust, a tyrant's restless 
doubts — unto the most holy God. He cries out in indignation: 
" This is not the God we have learned to trust and serve and love. 
We can find no place for God's experiments, temptations, test- 
ings, in our creed." 

Thus it has long been felt that some explanation is needed in 
order to bring these passages into line with the Christian con- 
ception of the Deity. But those who have attempted to supply 
such an explanation seem to have been singularly unfortunate in 
the method they have adopted. For example, Gicumenius says: 
" God tempts or proves his people yv/ivacrias x^P lv Kai avappr}- 
<rta>9." Augustine has the saying: " Deus tentat, ut doceat; dia- 
bolus tentat, ut decipiat." Theophylact writes thus: "Auto? 
Treipd^ei Xva 8oKip.a>Tepov<; Sei^rj." These are typical instances of 
ingenious efforts to solve the difficulty. It is a pity it should be 
ingenuity more or less wasted. But so it is. For evidently the 
aim of these writers is to supply the divine Being with a worthy 
and sufficient purpose in his testing of us. In the quotations 

r Gen. 22:1, " God did tempt (R. V. prove) Abraham." Deut. 8:2, "To prove 
thee, to know what was in thine heart, whether thou wouldest keep his command- 
ments or no." 2 Chron. 32:31, " God left him to try him, that he might know all that 
was in his heart." 
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given above, God is likened to a training master who tests in 
order to exercise and strengthen, to a teacher testing in order to 
instruct, or to a fond father who tests in order to win for his 
children the admiring approval of others. We say this is inge- 
nuity wasted. For the divine purpose is stated so clearly in the 
Scripture record itself that it is strange how anyone can have 
failed to perceive it. 

In twelve passages in the Old Testament Scriptures God is 
represented as tempting or proving (HS3). In seven of these 
twelve there is a very significant explanatory clause added, e.g., 
" to prove thee, to know what was in thy heart;" " that I may 
prove them whether they will walk in my law or no;" "the Lord 
your God proveth you, to know whether ye love the Lord your 
God;" " to try him that He might know all that was in his heart " 
(Deut. 8:2; Exod. 16:4; Deut. 13:3; 2 Chron. 32:31). We can 
scarcely fail to perceive that the purpose for which the testing 
was instituted is here definitely stated. God is represented as 
testing or proving his people in order that he may discover for 
himself all that is in their hearts. It is almost implied that there 
is ignorance on God's part rather than lack of self-knowledge on 
man's. 

And, very significantly, the writer of Hebrews uses treipd^w, 
and not hoicip.d£a>, to represent the Old Testament HQ3 (Heb. 1 1 : 
17). The synonyms maybe briefly distinguished thus: The lat- 
ter implies a certain amount of foreknowledge on the part of him 
who makes the experiment, the former does not, but represents 
an experiment made for the acquirement of knowledge. 2 Thus 
the kindred word ireipda) denotes, in classical Greek, " to exam- 
ine, to question, to find out what a thing is good for, to discover 
the hidden meaning of dreams." Compare also the temptings 
or testings, undertaken simply for the obtaining of information, 
referred to in Matt. 22:35; John 6:6; Rev. 2:12. The word 
ireipd%a> may be understood as indicating that the experiment is 
made by one who is ignorant of the qualities of the article or 
person tested and wishes to discover them. 

3 The impao-juoi of the evil one represent a further development in the meaning of 
the word. 



452 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

This, then, is the fact to which we desire to call attention, 
that in the Old Testament God is represented as testing us, 
experimenting on us (if we may use such an expression), for the 
purpose of acquiring further, complete, and perfect knowledge 
concerning us. To say that the object of the testing is to reveal 
to us our own strength or weakness is a statement which, how- 
ever it may commend itself to our moral judgment, must never- 
theless be rejected as ignoring the definite assertion repeatedly 
made in the Scriptures. In them we are told that God puts us to 
the test in order that he may know us better. Any explanation 
which does not fully recognize this fact must be ruled out of 
court as inadequate and misleading. 

Logicians have made us familiar with the two methods of 
observation and experimental inquiry pursued by man in his 
acquirement of knowledge. Now, if we take into account the 
teaching of the Old Testament passages referred to above, we 
perceive that God is represented in Scripture as adopting both 
these methods of discovery, as far as we men are concerned. 
Nothing escapes God's notice; he sees, observes, knows, all that 
takes place — this truth is reiterated again and again. But no less 
emphatically and definitely is it stated that God tests men with 
a view to gaining fresh information concerning them; i. e.,'m his 
discovery of us he pursues, not only the method of observation, 
but also that of experimental inquiry. 

Here, however, we are brought face to face with this difficulty. 
Is God then ignorant of anything or anybody? And, if we are not 
careful, we shall find ourselves involved in a discussion of those 
perennial problems connected with the divine prescience and the 
freedom of the human will. We wish to avoid any such entangle- 
ment in metaphysical and theological mazes. But may we not 
venture to think that even as God's omnipotence is self-limited 
in the creation and salvation of free-beings like ourselves, so 
also his omniscience may be self-limited, if he sees that such 
limitation will be for our good? It is a familiar fact that God 
will not save us against our will ; that, omnipotent as he is, he 
cannot save us until we have voluntarily accepted of his salvation. 
So also we can understand how the omniscient God may refuse 
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to know us perfectly until we have revealed ourselves unto him. 
Now, in adopting the method of experimental inquiry, God gives 
us the opportunity of thus making ourselves known to him. In 
his observation of us the soul is passive. Without our knowledge 
and without our concurrence he searches us, reads the secrets of 
our hearts and all our deepest thoughts. But in his testing of 
us the soul is active. It is bidden reveal itself, its own powers, 
unto God. It is put on its mettle, and by its very activity it 
makes itself known to its Maker. God always requires man to 
co-operate with him. We ourselves can perceive how it is for 
our good that he should do so. We are not surprised to find 
that in his knowing of us God requires active co-operation on our 
part. Such an arrangement is in complete agreement with all 
we know of the ways of that divine Providence who is ever at 
work in the world. 

But when we speak of God adopting the method of experi- 
mental inquiry, we do not mean that he experiments on us in the 
same way as a scientist does on some unknown substance in 
order to discover its various constituents. God has no need to 
do that, and such an experiment would be unworthy of both him- 
self and man. The purpose of his testing of us is that we should 
reveal ourselves unto him. And what has been said of God is 
true also of man. " Revelation is not of thought, structure, or 
force, but of will and purpose." It is at the moment when he is 
called on to choose that a man reveals himself to the world. 
And as is a man's revelation of himself to his fellows, so also is 
his revelation of himself to his God. God's perfect knowledge 
of us depends on our power of choice, our wills, our real selves 
being called into active operation. 

And a careful consideration of the character of those events 
in our lives which we are accustomed to regard as God's testings 
of us will make this divine purpose still more clearly evident. 
In these times of trial the will and the desire — even the natural 
desires, such as Abraham's affection for his son — seem to be 
ruthlessly torn apart. God makes it hard for us to believe in 
his love and wisdom in order that we may be almost compelled 
to call our will-power into operation and make an effort toward 
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faith. He makes it hard for us to still love him as dear children 
in order that we may deliberately will to love him. He strips us 
of our confidence, our hopes, our desires, of everything that 
makes faith at all easy, of everything that makes it easy for us 
to do the right. It is only by sheer determination, by sheer 
will-power, that we keep our faith, that we do the will of God. 
No one who knows anything of the facts of life will raise the 
objection that God's methods, thus described, are too harsh and 
almost cruel ; that he could accomplish all this by means of life's 
ordinary and less painful experiences. In too many instances 
the will is never asked to exercise its sovereign power. The man 
never comes to his own, never realizes himself, never thinks that 
there is in him that which can say Yes in right royal fashion 
when the whole host of rebellious passions cry out No. Even a 
man's faith is too often the shadowy reflection of other people's 
creed in the shallow waters of his own soul. His professed love 
for the divine Father is frequently a mere bubble borne along on 
a wave of religious excitement — a wave which, like the tidal 
bore of some river's mouth, will soon subside and leave behind 
it the old muddy dullness and deadness. More than ordinary 
means are certainly necessary if a person's will, and not his incli- 
nations, fears, appetites, is to decide for him in these matters. 
This is the purpose of these harsher experiences of life, to call 
the will into operation, to rouse it into activity. And the result 
is two fold. We emerge from the trial stronger and purer in our 
spiritual estate. The New Testament describes such experiences 
as the disciplining of the soul. Viewing life as it does from the 
standpoint of man's spiritual needs and salvation, this is the inter- 
pretation we should expect it to offer. But we also emerge from 
such a trial better known to God than we were before. We have 
revealed ourselves unto him. We have shown him what manner 
of men we are. With its intense consciousness of a God of 
providence controlling the history of both nations and individ- 
uals, this is the explanation the Old Testament offers. It repre- 
sents these trials as a method adopted by God whereby he gets 
to know us better. In them the soul makes its response to the 
divine inquiry, and thus discovers itself to its Maker. 



THE DIVINE METHOD OE INQUIRY 455 

And now, turning back to the objections noted at the com- 
mencement of this article, we would ask : Is this Old Testament 
idea of a testing God to be accepted or rejected by those of us 
who believe in the divine fatherhood as revealed in Jesus Christ? 
We venture to think that its confirmation is to be found in that 
doctrine of God's providence on which the Old Testament lays 
so much emphasis. Under certain circumstances anyone is justi- 
fied in testing a person's character. When testing is prompted 
by jealousy or suspicion or curiosity, it is to be heartily con- 
demned as cruel and unjust. But, if I require a man for a 
position of some responsibility, and our relations have not been 
such as to give me evidence of his honesty, fidelity or courage, 
for his own sake and for the sake of those whose welfare will 
depend on him, I am justified in testing him before I entrust him 
with all. Or a youth is placed under my direction, and I have 
to decide his calling or profession for him. If I am ignorant of 
his character and abilities, I feel that not to test him would be 
culpable conduct on my part. Now, God does not occupy an 
irresponsible position with respect to us. He desires to know 
us, not simply in order to satisfy the longings of his Father's 
love, but also in order that his gracious purposes with respect 
to us may be fulfilled. He is the God of providence. He has 
the ordering of the events of our lives. The angels of joy and 
sorrow, wealth and poverty, life and death, are his servants, 
they come and go at his bidding. He seeks to order all for our 
eternal welfare. We ought not to overlook the fact that, if he 
is going to train us, if he is going to be indeed our God of provi- 
dence, it is necessary, not only that he should be all-powerful, 
but also that he should know us perfectly. Otherwise the 
machinery of life, even under his control, may maim, crush, 
shatter us, instead of shaping and moulding us unto his eternal 
glory. There can be no defect on his part, even in his knowing 
of us; but there may be considerable defect on ours. It is not 
that aught in the soul's chamber can be hidden from his all- 
seeing eye. But something may be lacking which ought to be 
there and must be there, if he is to know us perfectly. It is the 
object of the divine testing to call that something into being. 
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With a man's will-power dormant, undeveloped, unknown, all 
attempt at really training and moulding the character is foolish 
because impossible. Man sometimes attempts it ; God never 
does. He calls into activity first of all a man's will. He seeks 
to know what a man's own free choice is. Then he knows what 
course to follow in his schooling of the soul. It is in the doc- 
trine of a beneficent divine providence that we find the explana- 
tion of the divine testing. And it is these two thoughts,- the 
divine testing and the divine leading, which are to be found sig- 
nificantly associated in the well-known prayer of the Psalmist, 

Search me, O God, and know my heart. 
Try me and know my thoughts: 
And see if there be any way of wickedness in me, 
And lead me in the way everlasting. 
(Ps. 139 : 23, 24.) 

To sum up: A careful consideration of the following state- 
ments will go far toward reconciling us to the idea of a divine 
method of inquiry: (1) God is omniscient, yet with respect to 
our future actions he may be understood to limit his omniscience 
for our good. (2) As the God of providence, it is necessary 
for him to know us perfectly, if his schooling of us is to be all it 
should be. (3) We know from experience that it is in the 
hour of trial, in the day of testing, that we get to know ourselves 
better, that we reveal ourselves to our fellows. And, according 
to the statements in the Old Testament, it is at such times that 
we reveal ourselves unto our God, that we make ourselves known 
more perfectly to him. 



